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A multicultural approach to
information studies education at UC
In embracing the exciting opportunities for multicultural
education in the information sector, it is essential to be aware of the
resulting cultural complexities. Designing and offering an online
educational environment to multiple cultures requires strategies
beyond specifics, such as the use of language. It requires the
construction of a flexible, pluralistic, respectful, and responsive
online ‘classroom’. Multiculturalism has been an important issue
in the development of the University of Canberra’s new Masters
degree in Information Studies, which is being taught for the first
time in 2009. The new course has been purposely developed to
use an online environment unencumbered by print material, and
to be available to students on a global basis.
The technologies of the internet are now robust and mature for
online education. There may still be bandwidth issues in some
countries but access to the internet by prospective students
is sufficiently widespread for this medium to be viable for
education on a global scale. Nonetheless, having the available
technology, putting materials online, and requiring interaction
are not in themselves enough to teach students from many
different cultures effectively. The online learning environment
must be crafted to suit a multicultural audience.
There are numerous specific strategies that can and must be
undertaken in offering any online course that is available to
people of different cultures. Consideration of the user interface
of the online teaching ‘space’ is paramount. Use of colour,
metaphor, and graphics should be examined for any lack of
cultural inclusivity. Language used throughout all teaching
materials and interactions should demonstrate an awareness of
the multicultural audience. Knowing that English is a second
language for some students requires any use of humour,
acronyms, and hackneyed phrases to be examined with great
care. Case studies, examples, and assignment questions can be
inclusive of cultures other than an Australian one.
However, many of these specific strategies prove more useful
when designing for known cultural settings, in which material
can be embedded in local context, than they are for the global
educational opportunities that UC is offering in information
studies. In the latter case, the target student group is unknown, so
we must achieve multiculturalism that is not located in a known
or restricted context. Nonetheless, the need for contextualisation
remains and is achieved by designing some learning activities
to allow all students to implement them in their local cultural
context. Variations in teaching styles allow students to work
together and individually. Approaches to teaching allow for
strategies involving the social construction of knowledge as well
as more instructive methods giving students from varying cultural
educational backgrounds an experience of familiarity.
Gone, one hopes, are the days when ‘distance education’ meant
the delivery of slabs of learning material and some assignment
topics. The interactivity offered by learning management systems
such as UC’s Moodle provides the space for teachers and
students to look critically together at key learning resources,
examine case studies, and apply new concepts to a variety of
contexts. There is an opportunity to recognise and so address
aspects such as contextual difference, not to mention the cultural
bias in students’ readings.
In building an online learning community and developing a
global conversation, student-to-student interactions are frequent.
Our students are given the cultural confidence to have a voice
in our online learning spaces and are often self regulating – this
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example of an international student’s posting to a discussion
forum demonstrates this point.
“Since some of us are from outside Australia, may I request you
all to spell out abbreviations (Australian locations or names etc.)
that we may not be aware of? Thanks for your understanding!”
Our local students are prone to introducing their role at the ABS
or ATO (Australian Bureau of Statistics or Australian Tax Office)
and they are called to account!
Most importantly in our teaching, we aim to build a community
of open and respectful communication where cultural issues and
identities can be made explicit and enrich the overall learning
experience. For all students and teachers it will be an opportunity
to step outside their cultural norms and certainties and consider
multiple global perspectives. We all share in the chance to learn
what is happening in the field of information studies in other
countries and we prepare our graduates for work in a networked
global society.
Sally Burford
Senior Lecturer in Internet Communication
University of Canberra
Sally.Burford@canberra.edu.au
Stuart Ferguson
Senior Lecturer, Information Studies, University of Canberra
Stuart.Ferguson@canberra.edu.au

Multicultural literature in Australia
and the AustLit database
Did you know that among the earliest of Australia’s multicultural
writers is the Spanish-born Rudesindo Salvado, whose memoir,
Memorie Storiche dell'Australia, was published in Italy in 1851?
Salvado’s book, though perhaps not well-known, is held in
its English translation by at least fifty Australian libraries. Better
known is The Eureka Stockade, published in Melbourne in 1855
by Italian-born Raffaelo Carboni, another of Australia’s
multicultural writers. The AustLit database’s Australian
Multicultural Writers subset (http://www.austlit.edu.au/
specialistDatasets/MW) lists more than 3 000 writers who have
identified as having cultural backgrounds other than AngloCeltic, and whose works have been published from the early
1800s to the present day, in both English and in over fifty other
languages.
In 2007 I joined the AustLit research team, under the direction of
Professor Wenche Ommundsen at the University of Wollongong,
with responsibility for augmenting records for the Multicultural
Writers subset and keeping the database up-to-date with
publications of multicultural writing. I’d like to provide an
overview of some of the important additions to the subset, with
examples of how the database can enrich research outcomes.
Australian literature is produced in numerous languages in
addition to English and AustLit has extensive coverage of
materials published in, for example, Greek, Italian, and Chinese
(with over 1000, 945, and 884 works respectively). The first
Greek publications in Australia date from the 1910s, Italian
(with the exception of Salvado’s text mentioned above) from the
1920s, while the Chinese language material recorded by AustLit
dates (with a few exceptions) from the early 1980s. Similarly,
Spanish language literary publications (again, with a handful of
exceptions) begin to appear in Australia in the 1980s, following
the arrival of refugees fleeing violence in Latin America. Spanish
language poetry, short stories, autobiographies, and articles have
been a focus area of my research and AustLit now has records
for over 700 Spanish language works. Multiple-author Spanish
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language anthologies or single-author collections continue to
appear each year, and the online periodical Hontanar publishes
both Australian and international writing in Spanish. AustLit now
has detailed records for this Australian material, with links to fulltext where available.
AustLit provides nearly complete coverage of separately
published Australian literary works, regardless of language of
publication. Its records for works in languages other than English
that have appeared in periodicals or newspapers are somewhat
less comprehensive, but building data in this area remains a goal.
For example, the Greek language periodicals Antipodes and O
Logos both feature literary work by established and emerging
Greek-Australian writers. AustLit records for these periodicals
had previously been patchy, but thanks to work carried out in
2008 by researcher and author Pipina Elles, the most recent
issues have been indexed, illustrating some of the diversity of
literary activity that takes place in Australia in languages apart
from English. Similar work remains to be undertaken for literary
periodicals in other languages, including Arabic and Vietnamese.
To illustrate, the quarterly literary journal Kalimat, published
between 2000 and 2006, appeared in alternating English and
Arabic issues, aiming to further cross-cultural communication
and understanding; AustLit has just begun to index its contents.
Anthologies have been an important means for multicultural writers
to reach a wide Australian readership, beginning in the 1970s
and continuing today, and another part of my AustLit research
is to stay abreast of such publications. One recent collection,
Culture Is…: Australian Stories Across Cultures, An Anthology,
includes works by writers from over thirty cultural backgrounds.
With each contribution indexed and details provided for subjects
and settings as well as the authors’ biographies and links to other
publications, readers can follow intriguing or unusual textual
trails. For example, a story of a woman whose family fled Iran
and came to Australia mentions the significance of her Baha’i
faith and the AustLit record, therefore, provides links to other
works that relate to Baha’i. Interestingly, three such texts appear
in another anthology, Shoalhaven Voices From Faraway Places,
and AustLit records that these three authors are also Iranian-born
and that they became refugees due to religious persecution.
As Australian stories come from around the globe, so too do
these stories travel to unexpected places, and tracking overseas
published responses to Australian literature is another aspect of
my research. To give a brief and closing example, AustLit lists two
critical responses to Salvado’s memoir: one in The West Australian
in 2008; the other in a Mexican-based, Spanish language online
journal, Razon y Palabras, in 2007. One of the co-authors of this
latter publication is a University of Queensland academic, born
in Mexico, who coincidentally – the AustLit database shows –
has also published in Hontanar. Providing researchers with these
intersections of texts, language, and culture is what AustLit does
so well, making it easier than ever to explore the cultural diversity
of Australian literature.
Michael Jacklin
Associate Research Fellow
University of Wollongong
mjacklin@uow.edu.au

Curtin library supports
multiculturalism with an
Australian first
Curtin University of Technology has more Indigenous students
enrolled than any other Australian university and also has
Australia’s third largest international student population, so it is
imperative that the library supports diversity on campus.
In 2008 Curtin was the first Australian university to launch a
Reconciliation Action Plan as part of its commitment to turning
good intentions into measurable actions. The Plan was launched
by the Hon Fred Chaney, Director of Reconciliation Australia. The
library quickly followed by developing its own Reconciliation
Action Support Plan (RASP) to help the university achieve its
vision.
RASP consists of three programs: Student and Academic Support,
Public Programs, and Collaborative Collection Programs. The
library is keen that each area has defined actions and targets
for measuring outcomes. Actions already undertaken, or
planned, include a joint digitisation project to digitise an outof-print Indigenous language dictionary, a photographic display
of Indigenous works, and production of subject guides and a
booklet to assist students to make effective use of the library.
The Plan is a living document that will continue to evolve during
the library’s planning cycles and has already become a template
for other areas within the university. It will be registered with
Reconciliation Australia for ratification and will be the first such
plan for an Australian university library.
Also in 2008 Curtin Library adopted a strategic initiative to further
strengthen its Asian Languages Collection which was based
on generous donations primarily from the Chinese Embassy,
the Japan Foundation, the Korea Research Foundation, and the
National Library of Australia.
The collection is focused on three main client groups: students
learning the languages, researchers, and international students
looking for material in their own language, and – judging by the
loans statistics for Chinese novels in particular – awareness of
what we have is certainly increasing!
Lesley Budrovich
Promotions, Events, Corporate Communications
Curtin University Library
l.budrovich@curtin.edu.au

Storytime
Providing library services across
language barriers: Nhulunbuy
Community Library and Yirrkala
Storytime
Yirrkala Storytime developed from the need to provide library
services to the Indigenous population around Nhulunbuy. The
town of Nhulunbuy was built in 1971 on Aboriginal land to
service the bauxite mine on the remote east coast of Arnhem
Land.
Nhulunbuy Community Library is a joint-use high school and
community library, managed by the Northern Territory Library.
However, although the town is in a region where the majority
of the population is Indigenous, almost none of the local Yolngu
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